Studies of the diet of nestlings traditionally have been based on direct or indirect methods, corresponding to diet assessment before ingestion (e.g. observations or collection of prey fed to chicks) or after ingestion (e.g. analysis of crop contents, feces or regurgitants). The actual approach adopted often depends on circumstances, and the welfare of the birds involved is an increasingly sensitive issue to be taken into consideration. We present a comparison of a direct and an indirect method, one potentially much more dangerous to the chicks than the other.
The first method involves the use of neck collars on chicks, which prevent chicks from swallowing the food that they have been fed by their parents, thereby allowing the collection of the food before digestion. Neck collars were successfully applied to 32 chicks from 12 nests, of which 4 were in spring barley, 4 were in silage grass, and 4 were in set-aside (arable land taken out of production, covered in naturally regenerated vegetation). The method was based on Orians (1966) and Jenny (1990), and applied to chicks four to seven days old. Collars were made of waterproof cotton yarn (ca. ! mm in diameter) made into a loop by tying a clove-hitch knot (this particular material was used after preliminary field trials with other more absorbant materials had been unsuccessful). The size of the loop was easily adjusted by pulling on the loose end of the knot. The loop was carefully laid around the neck of the chick, which could still breathe unhindered, but was unable to swallow food. After one to two food deliveries by the parents, or at most after ! h, the food was carefully removed from the mouth and esophagus of the chick, and the neck collar removed. As compensation for the removed food, one to two mealworms (flour beetle larvae, Tenebrio molitor) from a laboratory culture were fed to the chicks. Flour beetles are easily recognizable in the feces (special slide reference material was prepared to aid in identification), and does not occur in the field. Food collected by neck collars consisted of complete insects that had been given to the nestlings intact, except for large carabids whose elytra often had been removed by the parent.
When handled, the nestlings usually defecated in the hand and most of the feces were obtained by holding a vial immediately under the chick. The feces remained intact and individually separable when kept in preservative (96% ethyl alcohol). They contained arthropod fragments and sometimes insect eggs. Fragments of insect cuticle were well preserved in the feces, and these were identified following Moreby (1987) and using two types of reference collections: 
